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Part I
Reflections on Conflict Heritage
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Beyond Memorialization
 æ  Michela Bassanelli
The transformations recorded in the evolution of the memorialization’s 
forms, after WWII to the present, characterize the starting point of the 
European Research Project REcall—European Conflict Archaeological 
Landscape Reappropriation. Today, it seems that monuments and memo-
rials have given way to parks and museums more closely linked to the 
territory and local communities. The reasons for this evolution lie in the 
change of objectives in the forms of memorialization: the shift from the 
will to perpetuate a memory ad infinitum, to the necessity of processing 
grief and promoting reconciliatory action. Monuments and memorials 
seem to lose their effectiveness over time, and to become empty simulacri 
of a remembrance and a memory that they are no longer able to reactivate 
or keep alive. This point is affirmed—among others—by Elena Pirazzoli1, 
who explains that
the monuments/memorials fall into a crisis, being much less significant than 
what remains: the reaction to this radical questioning was an attempt to 
transform the model, to make it appropriate at this time, at the current mo-
dality of commemorating. But in essence has always tried to respond to the 
crisis by articulating new formal possibilities, which broadened the meaning 
of the monument in memory: memorials, museums but also installations, 
surveys, movies. (2010, 207)
The rituals, repeated on the occasion of anniversaries, emphasize the 
failure of these structures rather than represent a time of recovery and 
reactivation. 
For this reason, and on the initiative of individual authors, architects and/
or artists, experimental explorations of new commemorative forms came 
1 Elena Pirazzoli is PhD in the History of Art; her research field lies between Memorial Studies and 
Visual Studies, directing attention towards the theme of memorial sites and forms—interweaving an 
historical approach with the analysis of the artistic and architectural practices which act in relation both 
with the events’ traces and with the constitution of new signs for commemoration.
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into being over the last decade. An example of this new memorial ty-
pology is represented by “counter-monuments”2: an artistic practice op-
posed to classical monuments, which focused on some key issues such as 
the role of the visitor and his/her interaction with the work. One of the 
most representative results, and probably even the first of this kind, is 
The Monument Against Fascism (1986) in Hamburg by Esther and Jochen 
Gerz—created to disappear in the ground of the spot it was erected. The 
artists speak about “public authorships” where the production activity of 
the artist is transformed into a shared process. They erected a twelve-
metre high stela with a lead coating on a pedestrian bridge in Hamburg’s 
harbour. The object, referred to as a “Monument against Fascism and 
War”, is at first sight distantly reminiscent of a traditional monument on 
account of its column-like character. However, the artists invited passers-
by to write personal or political remarks on the surface. 
In this sense, counter and anti-monuments are always memorials, not in a 
celebrative or commemorative sense, but in the sense of the activation of 
memory processes, which involve in themselves also the fractures, the con-
flicts of non-conventional points of view on the past or on the way to narrate 
it. (Grechi 2013, 329-330) 
Over the course of the following years, the monument was successively 
lowered and in 1993 it disappeared from the surface entirely and can 
now only be seen through a window. The monument, says Gerz, can-
not take away the responsibility of adult citizens to foster an active and 
critical political awareness, since, “in the long run, nothing can rise up 
against injustice in our stead,” as can be read on a slab next to the sunken 
monument. The artists used this concept to create a succinct image of the 
disappearing monument. The counter-monuments represent 
a new mnemonic practice rather than an innovative vehicle, focusing on 
meanings and concepts, on the effort which is necessary in order to make 
a ‘step further’ to internalize the tragedies of the past, without rejecting or 
denying them. (Borello 2004) 
Other international artists have been trying to critically and creatively 
address Borello’s point since the 1990s, presenting concepts that aim to 
provide alternative ways of thinking about history but strongly involving 
public space. Many of these approaches focus on the idea of dispensing 
with a traditional, grand type of monument, dispersing “remembrance 
prompts” in public places instead, which are as inconspicuous as they are 
surprising. Some examples are the Stolpersteine project (1995) by Gunter 
Demnig3 , the Places of Remembrance (1993) by Renata Stih and Frieder 
2 The definition of this term was coined by James E. Young, Professor of English and Judaic Studies at 
the University of Massachusetts Amherst. Further important texts include: “The Counter-Monument: 
Memory against Itself in Germany Today,” in Critical Inquiry, Vol. 18, No. 2, 1992, pp. 267-296. Young is also 
the author of At Memory’s Edge: After-images of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and Architecture (Yale 
University Press, 2000); The Texture of Memory (Yale University Press, 1993); and Writing and Rewriting 
the Holocaust (Indiana University Press, 1988).
3  Started in 1995, the work is an open process, consisting of re-placing typical urban paving with bronze 
stones: the new objects are placed just in front of doorways of places where people who were deported 
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Schnock in Berlin4, and The Missing House (1990) by Christian Bol tanski 
in Berlin-Mitte5. In particular, in the mid-1990s, the debates about how 
to remember appropriately provided some of the key leitmotifs in the 
context of the 50th anniversary of the liberation of the concentration 
camps and the end of the War. The questions posed also raised further 
issues of whether it is possible to develop concepts for monuments which 
can avoid the danger of having a limited historical perspective and can 
achieve more than merely the expression of a finished and possibly even 
ideologically biased interpretation of history. 
The criticality towards traditional monuments issues from one of James 
Young’s basic ideas, which he used to substantiate alternative concepts 
of monuments. Young’s provocative idea was based on the observation 
that many monuments, rather than prompting reflection on complex his-
torical situations, are an expression of a conclusive and sometimes one-
dimensional interpretation process. 
and never returned, used to live. Nowadays, there are several thousands of these objects spread around 
Europe. Paving stones bearing the names of people who were deported during the Nazi era are laid in 
front of buildings where they lived to recall their fate.
4 A project with a similar basic intention was realized by the two Berlin artists Renata Stih and Frieder 
Schnock in 1993 in Berlin’s Bavarian Quarter in Schöneberg as a monument against anti-Semitism. 
Stih and Schnock had eighty coloured double signs put up at the roadside. At first sight, they look like 
ordinary advertisements. Only when one takes a closer look does it become apparent that there are pic-
tograms on the front of the signs that refer to texts on the back, taken from Nazi decrees and laws that 
successively excluded Jewish citizens. The concept brings together a pictogram of a bench, for example, 
with the text of a decree prohibiting Jewish citizens to using benches specifically labelled as being for 
their use.
5 The Missing house is a project by the French artist Christian Boltanski, which he realized in Berlin-
Mitte in 1990. Boltanski’s work focusses on an empty site in Grosse Hamburger Strasse left by a house de-
stroyed in the war. The area had a large proportion of Jewish residents until the 1930s. The artist carried 
out archival research on the building’s former residents and discovered that the Jewish inhabitants had 
been expelled or deported by the Nazis. Plaques were attached to the fire-wall of the adjacent building 
bearing their names, occupations and the dates they lived in the house. The gap left by the destroyed 
house is thus linked with references to its former residents, who are thus no longer anonymous.
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Is putting up a monument about recording interpreted history? Or 
should not monuments rather act as a prompt for ongoing reflection? 
Can the significance of the object of remembrance be expressed by means 
of traditional grand iconography-monumentality, marble, concrete and 
bronze? Can a traditional representative monument be the starting point 
for individual commemoration at all? What significance should the “au-
thentic places of the perpetrators” have in the context of the new monu-
ments which have been put up, such as the memorial sites already existing 
in the concentration camps, but also the so-called Topography of Terror on 
the former site of the Gestapo’s headquarters in Berlin? (Sigel 2008)
Some contemporary examples show a new perspective on the past and the 
need to re-tell the story in new ways, activating people in the commemo-
rative process. In particular three strategies seem to be able to represent 
new formal and typological models of commemoration, which seem to 
overcome more traditional modes. The first typology is represented by 
the “temporary monument”, such as installation or performance, in pub-
lic space and landscape—able to re-enact, through evocative processes, 
the memory of a traumatic event for a limited period. One example is 
a cathartic event that reactivates collective memory, as in the case of the 
“red river” formed by the chairs in the city of Sarajevo (2012)6, and in The 
Fallen project (2013) who reactivated the coast of the Normandy land-
ings only for a day7. 
But there are also new forms including more permanent characters, and 
related to landscape and urban interventions. The Lady Diana memo-
rial in London (2004)8, or the Gardens of Righteous Worldwide (2001-) 
that are taking place around the world, represent examples of permanent 
intervention in the landscape. In these instances, it appears to be the 
recovery of a typology gone into disuse; the latter engages the parks of 
Remembrance, gardens typical of the memorials of heroes of the WWI. 
Nature and landscape seem to be used as tools and media for handling 
difficult heritage and memory—able to negotiate the difficult topic via 
their beauty and the life they embody. 
Finally, the third typology acts directly on the public space to engage 
people, places and memories. In the Triangular Pink Pench (1989) by 
6 In the city of Sarajevo to commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the siege of the capital when it 
was built a temporary installation in the main street of the city. The 11,541 empty chairs correspond to 
the exact number of victims of the attack on the Bosnian capital. The chairs were neatly arranged in the 
road with the help of the population—a collective celebration that re-enacts the memory and enters in a 
strong way in the urban everyday life.
7 In Normandy, along the beach of the landing, in relation to the International Day of Peace (21 Sep-
tember 2013), British artists, Jamie Wardley and Andy Moss, realized an installation by drawing on the 
beach, with the help of volunteers, the silhouettes of 9,000 men in position of death. The project, called 
The Fallen, is a tribute to the civilians, to the German forces and Allied forces who lost their lives during 
Operation Neptune, which took place on 6 June 1944.
8    This project, although not related to a conflict memory, represents an interesting way of converting 
memorial space into a place accessible, not rhetorical and welcoming everyday life. The memorial by 
Gustafson Porter concerns the construction of a very accessible place, dominated by a free use of the 
space and the fountain by the passer. The visitors do not consider it not as a place of commemoration 
but a place of interaction, where drama and life can exchange continuously the role. 
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April 6 2012. Courtesy of the 
artists.
Corrado Levi9, and in the National 9/11 Memorial (2011)10, the com-
memorative act is performed without contemplation and without using 
the dramaturgy of the trauma as a communicative tool—it is a different 
mode of storytelling. 
 æ REcall: Project Description and Goals
What all these last examples presented share in common is that they 
attempt to detach remembrance work and the resulting moral position 
taken up by individuals from the traditional, grand type of monument. 
Historical tracks should rather be anchored in the everyday world, ap-
pealing to passers-by to think for themselves and pointing to the need for 
every individual to take critical responsibility in daily life. And this is pre-
cisely what we have identified as REcall project main goals. A research-
action founded by EC Culture 2007-13 Programme, REcall focused 
on the possible roles which the next-monument could play in dealing 
with difficult heritage11, such as that of conflict and war; while envi-
sioning new ways of handling painful places and stories—going beyond 
the traditional monumental approach. The main action exploited by the 
project has been the investigation, by means of interdisciplinary design 
proposals, developed by ten international and interdisciplinary working 
teams who have worked on the two assigned sites: the Falstad Centre in 
Norway (an ex-concentration and execution camp) and five locations of 
9 This was realized in 1989 by the Italian artist and architect Corrado Levi, to remember homosexual 
victims in Nazi concentration camps. Set in a public space in the city of Turin, the object becomes part of 
everyday urban life while at the same time friendly acting also as a commemorative monument.
10 The National Memorial to Ground Zero by Michael Arad and Peter Walker represents a possibility 
to work with the traces and the strong memory inside the city. Visitors will leave the everyday life and 
enter into a special public area defined by a dense forest of 416 oak trees and by two fountains following 
the perimeter of the old towers. Using a language similar to Michael Heizer’s North, East, South, West 
(1967/2002), the voids render absence visible. In this way, the overwhelming losses of 11 September 2001 
are given permanent presence but while a new public space is donated to the big and dense metropolis.
11 See Logan, William and Keir Reeves. 2009. Places of pain and shame: dealing with ‘difficult heritage’. 
London: Routledge; and Macdonald, Sharon. 2009. Difficult heritage: Negotiating the Nazi Past in Nurem-
berg and Beyond. London: Routledge.
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Italian Resistance in Rome during the last year of the War. The project 
proposes a “research by design” approach that joins a merely cognitive 
activity—the traditional theoretical research—and a purely operational 
one—the design practice. 
The purpose of such an unconventional approach is that of knowing what 
“doing” means by doing (Van Ouwerkerk and Rosemann 2001, Postigli-
one 2011). A “thinking laboratory” can thus be established with no pre-
established method: each author defines the scope of his/her practice 
independently. In order to succeed in this intent, the programme resorts 
to two methodological principles: inter-disciplinarity and complementa-
rity. The combination of these factors defines a meta-cultural model that 
aims at integrating contributions from different disciplines in the field of 
Humanities. 
On that account, the research will benefit from the conjoined action of 
a Consortium of six partners: POLIMI (Italy, acting as co-ordinator), 
NTNU (Norway), UNEW (Great Britain), AAU (Denmark), Falstad 
Centre (Norway) and Museo Diffuso della Resistenza (Italy). The Con-
sortium’s fields of expertise respectively cover museography, archaeology, 
fine arts, architecture, human rights and world war history—disciplines 
in which all institutes have already performed high quality multidiscipli-
nary work. In order to exploit the potential of the interdisciplinary ap-
proach and of the “research by design” methodology, the programme has 
been implemented through two international Workshops open to young 
practitioners under thirty-five from different educational backgrounds. 
The workshops produced operative proposals for the reappropriation of 
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the memorial landscape in Falstad (Norway) and of the minor histories 
of civil resistance in Rome (Italy). The workshops—made up of partici-
pants selected by a call for proposals—were organized in Norway and in 
Italy to allow site visits, and were followed by a post-production phase 
and an intensive closing week. In both places we chose to work on five 
stories that marked, in a dramatic way, the memory of the site.
This proposal embodies our aim as it weaves memory and imagination 
together: we believe in action, reuse and reappropriation, as a therapy to 
overcome the unresolved trauma of difficult heritage. In our approach, the 
military ideology of boundary and control attached to war remains takes 
on a different meaning through a process of re-semantization. By turning 
borders into occasions for exchange, we open up our heritage to the reali-
ty of the current European territory, where national boundaries disappear 
and permeability is both geographical and political. Indeed, “borders are 
not just dividing lines [any more], places where differences assert them-
selves; they can also be places of exchanges and enrichment, places where 
plural identities are formed” (Warschawksi 2004, 5). Conflict heritage 
thus becomes evidence for a recent history that has changed the power 
relations among European countries. In this context, it is therefore clear 
that the great challenge of twenty-first century museography will be cen-
tred on the reappropriation of our tangible and intangible patrimony to 
integrate the past in our life and encourage intergenerational exchange. 
After the time of monuments and memorials, which mark a first action 
of fixing memory in established forms, today a new time has come, where 
actions imply a re-possession of places, of memories, and of stories, in 
order to elaborate the trauma. Places, with or without war traces, enable 
a direct relationship with a memory that is triggered by the emotions felt 
when walking through these sites. This is what our envisioned interaction 
between cultural heritage and contemporary art/design forms aims at. 
Finally, within a framework of “Europeanness” (which is the result of 
an encounter among many identities and cultures), the proposal also 
recognizes intercultural dialogue as fundamental to keep the multifac-
eted identity of Europe alive. This is the reason why the outlook of the 
research goes beyond local, regional or even national interests: only by 
developing synergies at a European level a transnational network will be 
created that will have the potential to share narratives of places unified by 
a common yet differentiated historical memory. Therefore, memory must 
be defined as an evolutionary and continuous process that connects past, 
present and future; and the museum, which was once a “national crypt 
and a commemorative cemetery,” is now, “a migratory network of traces 
and memories” (Chambers 2012, 7).
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